The aim of this study is to investigate the extent to which auto supply chains are able to build long term oriented and mutually beneficial relationships with each other by considering supply chain collaboration (i.e. information management and strategic supplier partnership), information technology (IT) and conflict avoidance as the study variables. A survey was conducted in the Turkish auto part suppliers. Questionnaires were answered by suppliers to identify their relationships with their major customer. Obtained data have been examined through confirmatory factor analysis by using Amos 7.0. The results suggest that relationships between Turkish auto part suppliers and their major customers can be considered as cooperative relationship type. Further, no statistical significance was found for the conflict avoidance factor in the supplier-buyer relations (SBR) management conceptual model assessed in this study. This research is based on a single industry and country, for this reason generalizability to other industries or countries may be limited. Previously tested scales have been empirically examined and found valid and reliable in a country of a very different business culture.
Introduction
Studies assessing the supplier-buyer relationships (SBR) management make up an important subtopic of the academic works on supply chain literature. The studies of this scope have evaluated the relationships between the supplier and buyer from the standpoint of both sides. Womack et al. (1991) stated in their study of lean, classic mass production arms length relationship, it was aimed to create cost advantage by including suppliers to price competition. However, with the employment of lean techniques especially in the automotive sector, the SBR management of the companies also underwent a radical change (Gunasekaran 2004; Perez and Sanchez, 2001 ). The supplier involvement practices, an important ingredient of lean production, enabled just-in-time delivery of the quality components to manufacturing companies (Shin et al., 2000) . This fact today creates a competitive cost advantage for brand companies.
In the literature, such SBR management practices are called cooperative relationships and in this relationship type the profitability of the companies rely on the long-term partnership they build with their suppliers (Giannakis, 2007; Wasti et al., 2006) . Thereby brand companies can operate effectively with a more customer-oriented understanding in addition to achieving cost saving (Min and Mentzer, 2004) . There are a limited number of studies empirically assessing the SBR aspect with long-term collaboration and efficient information transfer factors in the scope of strategy-structure theory (Hoyt and Huq, 2000) . The fact that such studies are usually developed-country-based studies (Li et al., 2005; Olorunniwo and Li, 2010; Wiengarten et al., 2010) makes it academically questionable to argue that the proposed structures could be applied and generalized in emerging markets.
The basic target of SBR management in the automotive sector is to provide the delivery of components in sequence to manufacturing (Wiengarten et al., 2010) supplier partnership, information management (i.e. information sharing and information quality), -in-time components supply target into this study. Even though these variables were already examined by Olorunniwo and Li (2010) , we are planning to measure this structure with different scales which are adopted for this study. Another objective is to examine the relationship of conflict factor (Benton and Maloni, 2005; Duffy and Fearne, 2004) which is one of the behavioural approach aspects of industrial channel relations. We want to conceptual model designed here. Our aim is to contribute to academic knowledge by empirically evaluating the statistical correlation among these variables.
Automotive industry in Turkey is one of the most important industries for national economy . In addition to supplying components for the domestic companies, Turkish auto part suppliers are playing a key role in the global automotive sector via their sales to exports markets. Therefore, their ability to practice SBR management in line with the global standards is an important criterion for the sustainability of their international competitiveness. Thus, it would be beneficial to conduct a study on the SBR level of Turkish automotive industry with the strategy-structure theory standpoint.
The goals of this paper are to design a theoretical framework and scale from these variables and to apply a survey in Turkey as an emerging market. The objectives of this study are as follows: (i) To determine the relationship between the Turkish auto part suppliers and their customers with regard to To dete management conceptual research model.
Literature Background
Supply chain literature shows that the studies are based on different theories and the issue of supplierbuyer relationships (SBR) is evaluated with different approaches (Hoyt and Huq, 2000) . Conceptual examined on a case-study basis (Gules et al., 1997; Zirpoli and Caputo, 2002) . However some other studies, evaluate topics such as investments made for the continuity of the relationship and the importance of product for buyer (Bensaou, 1999; Dyer, 1996) . For example, Dyer (1996) argues that in order to create competitive advantage in SBR, they should focus on: (i) supplier location close proximity to customer, (ii) supplier investments to meet customer requirements and, (iii) supplier receives qualified employee aid from the brand company.
In the literature, usually the trust and commitment variables are examined as the behavioural factors within the scope of SBR (Benton and Maloni, 2005; Cambra and Polo, 2008; Duffy and Fearne, 2004; Dyer and Chu, 2000; Giannakis, 2007; Min and Mentzer, 2004; Prahinski and Benton, 2004) . It is argued that the presence of these factors is a prerequisite for the partner companies to make the necessary investments and sharing information (Dyer and Chu, 2000) . That provides high level coordination ly join the problem solving activities at the manufacturing processes (Prahinski and Benton, 2004) .
Empirical studies made by using perceptual measurement instruments with large samples in this context are mostly focusing on information management. In these studies, similar items are examined (Shin et al., 2000 ) (Hult et al., 2007 ) (Modi and Mabert, 2007; Paulraj, et al., 2008) . Some studies also include strategic supplier partnership variable along with information management aspect (Li et al., 2005; Theodorakioglou et al., 2006; Wiengarten et al., 2010) . In this scope, the employment degree of information technology instruments, a factor which facilitates strategic partnership, is another variable frequently examined in the literature (Angeles and Nath, 2000; Olorunniwo and Li, 2010; Yang et al, 2009 ).
When we look at the studies examining supply chain relations in Turkey, we realised that most of them are exploratory based papers. There are only a few academic studies documenting the SBR management aspect of the Turkish automotive industry. Among these, there are two studies, conducted by public institutions, conceptually assessing all the aspects of the historic evolvement of SBR in Turkish automotive industry and its structural problems in detail (Arabaci, 2006; Bedir, 1999) . Gules et al. (1997) examined the subject through benchmarking in international norms and defined the characteristic structure of SBR in the Turkish automotive industry through the historic development of the sector. According to this taxonomy, Turkish automotive part suppliers-buyers relationships are getting (Gules et al., 1997) . In another study, which examines the SBR profile in the Turkish automotive industry using descriptive statistics method, it is emphasized that the cooperation built to date is still insufficient (Akbulut, 1997) . The basic structural problems determined in the relationship between the Turkish auto parts suppliers and their buyers, identified as follows (Baskak and Mihcioglu, 2004) : (i) The mutual trust established between the companies partially. (ii) The cooperation is not at the desired level. (iii) The joint efforts for new product development process and, increasing the profitability and reducing the costs are not at the level of the modern practices taken as benchmarks. (iv) The contracts are signed for a short-term and price is still viewed as the major determinant factor at the supplier selection process. (v) The suppliers are not given support to relieve their financial problems.
Research Methodology
In this study, our goal is to investigate the supplier-buyer relationships (SBR) aspect in the Turkish automotive industry with a large sampling survey and developing a new conceptual measurement model. The methodology of this paper is handled in three phases. In the first phase we explain how the research model was developed. The second phase covers how the measurement instruments were decided and explains the pretest process. In the third phase, the survey design is elucidated.
Generating the Research Model
The topic of supplier-buyer relationships (SBR) management examined in this study is formed by taking strategic supplier partnership, information management (i.e. information sharing and information quality) and using information technologies factors as reference points. Moreover, we included conflict avoidance of the auto part suppliers as another variable into our study. The variables making up the theoretical structure of the research model are briefly defined as follows:
Strategic supplier partnership is long-term cooperation between the suppliers and buyers. Long term cooperation means making common future plans and solving the problems together under a long-lasting partnership (Li et al., 2005) . Information sharing is the flow of all kind of necessary information between the supply chain members. Companies effectively applying the information sharing achieve to be very competitive as they correctly understand the market and react to consumers need promptly (Li et al., 2005) . Information quality covers the distribution of accurate information right on time and under convenient circumstances (Li et al., 2005) . Information technology involves the use of complementary chain members (Paulraj, et al., 2008) . Conflict avoidance refers to discussing problems about their customers to avoid having any conflicts with them .
Survey Items
We used the items of strategic supplier partnership, information sharing and information quality, with reference to the studies of Li et al. (2005) , Stank et al. (1999) and Kozan et al. (2006) . The survey questionnaire form was translated into Turkish from their original sources. Then they were submitted to relevant scholars for approval and simplification (Wang et al., 2006) . Afterwards, two sector representatives were interviewed to clarify the questions. The items were re-arranged to obtain a better representation of the SBR management in the Turkish automotive sector (Zhao et al, 2008) . During the course of these steps, some original questions taken from the scales were omitted and replaced by some new questions were included in the survey form. For the sake of maintaining the content validity, the Turkish translations of the terminology were revised. At the end of the questionnaire development process, items believed to be crucial for the measurement of SBR in automotive sector were determined (Modi and Mabert, 2007) . After generating the draft questionnaire, all the scholars and sector professionals consulted have agreed that the scales used are suitably covering the research topic. This means that the study is able to measure the items it intends to measure (Shin et al., 2000) .
At the end of the item selection process, we decided to adopt the six items from strategic supplier partnership scale. While the original study questionnaire was prepared with the part suppliers. In addition t item from Carr and study has been added to this variable. ound related to research topic by sector executives. As we decided to our pilot survey questionnaire. The questionnaire form designed after these revisions were used in a pilot survey based on 15 observations. In this pilot test Cronbach Alpha values and exploratory factor analyses were statistically tested. As a result of the pilot test, it was decided to exclude some items which are reducing the internal consistency and not loaded into the relevant factor group. The outcome of the feedbacks taken from the participants of the pilot study the final questionnaire was obtained after minor revisions (Carr and Pearson, 1999) .
help from customer to improve our test phase, was excluded from the final questionnaire. The pilot test revealed that the scale of Stank et al. (1999) was not suitable for examining information technology in our study. Thus, for final questionnaire, we decided to use the scale employed by Paulraj, et al. (2008) who had studied the information technology variable with a wider perspective and for different sectors. During the pilot tests, based on our observations, the following items of this scale were adapted to our study: (i) computer-to-computer link via integrated ERP programs, (ii) using electronic links to exchange information, (iii) using information technologies to complete transactional process and, (iv) using advanced information systems to communicate with customers.
In addition to these items, as an outcome of the feedbacks we received during the pilot testing, the item munication techniques to response customer requ The conceptual research model designed as a result of the pilot test. Moreover, as seen in the model, the supplier collaboration structure based on the theoretical support in the literature (Simatupang and Sridharan, 2005; Vereecke and Muylle, 2006; Wiengarten et al., 2010) was designed as a second-order factor model (i.e. strategic supplier partnership and information management).
It was proven that the items used in the final survey questionnaire designed at the end of the survey items generation process were compatible with the subject content. Thus, the content validity of the study was provided strongly (Garver and Mentzer, 1999; Kaynak and Hartley, 2008; Prahinski and Benton, 2004; Zhao et al, 2008) .
Survey Design and Sampling
The objective of this study is to examine SBR of the Turkish auto parts suppliers in their relations with f our study is set as the Turkish auto parts suppliers. For this research, the complete list of the all auto parts suppliers operating in Turkey were obtained from Turkish Automotive Manufacturers Association (OSD). Sampling companies were randomly selected from the list were contacted with Computer-Aided Telephone Interview technique. The research data was collected during the interviews.
Results
The mean scores of the items were taken as a reference for evaluating the supplier-buyer relationships (SBR) dimension of the relationship of Turkish auto part suppliers with their customers. The SBR variables which are investigated in this study (i.e. strategic supplier partnership, information management and information technology) can be seen on the Appendix, which gives high mean values and low standard deviation values (Vereecke and Muylle, 2006) . The result shows that the SBR in the Turkish automotive industry are in a cooperative nature (Olorunniwo and Li, 2010; Vereecke and Muylle, 2006; Wiengarten et al., 2010 ).
When we assess the results of the descriptive analysis results with regard to conflict avoidance variable, we understand that the Turkish auto part suppliers do not refrain from discussing their dissent and conflicts with their customers and confronting them. This result clearly shows that, in contrast with the general belief, the Turkish auto part suppliers are not feeble against the automakers, who are obviously stronger. It also indicates that the suppliers are doing business very self-confidently and believe in the continuity of their business relationship with their customers. This result could also be interpreted as an indicator of the cooperative relationship between the suppliers and automakers .
To confirm whether the designed research model could be generated with second order factor structure, the correlation between the strategic supplier partnership and information management dimensions was analyzed. The correlation value for these two variables came out 0.80; a value above 0.70 indicates that as expected these variables can be evaluated in second order factor structure as a subset of the supply chain collaboration (Garver and Mentzer, 1999) . The validity of the measurement model has been tested in order to determine which factors affect the SBR management of the Turkish automotive industry. This enables us maintain the construct validity of the research model (Garver and Mentzer, 1999) . According to the results of confirmatory factor analysis test, conducted using AMOS 7.0, we had to omit some cross-loaded items, related other variables, in order to maintain the suitable fit indices values (Min and Mentzer, 2004) .
As suggested by Li et al. (2005) , information sharing and information quality variables measurement items, were not loaded as we expected. Therefore, according to the data collected from the Turkish auto part suppliers, this suggestion was not supported by this study. Information quality related items were dropped for the remaining analysis (see Table 1 ).
As reported in Table 1 , the modification fit indices of the items remaining after data purification came out satisfactory. The desirable result of the overall research model fit indices ascertains the unidimensional nature of the research model (Garver and Mentzer, 1999) . In order to establish the convergent validity, the method by Li et al. (2005) was followed: the fit indices scores of each item forming the variable were investigated. As the results came out at the desired levels for each and every variable, the convergent validity was demonstrated evidently. When we look at the Cronbach Alpha results of the items, it can be seen that the items in the full questionnaire shown in the Appendix and remaining items after the reduction in Table 1 have values above the 0.70. The internal consistency of all the variables studied in this research model was established. Research model reliability also was assessed by computing Composite Reliability (CR). When the computed score is greater than 0.70 that means variance captured by the factor is more than that captured by the error components (Li et al., 2005; Paulraj, et al., 2008) . As the composite reliability score analyzed for all the variables were above the threshold value, the construct reliability was obtained (Garver and Mentzer, 1999) . As that is seen on Table 2 discriminant validity is provided according to the correlation values between the variables in the research are lower than the square root of Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values calculated for each variable (Wiengarten et al., 2010) .
To conduct research model variables correlation analyses, the variables have been transformed into composite variables by taking the mean values averages of the items in each scale. As reported in Table  2 , according to inter-correlation results, the factor of conflict avoidance of the supplier does not have a Additionally, while the total variance explained ratio of the full model of the research was 57.43, the variance expressed by the model just little bit decreased to 55.04 when the conflict avoidance factor was excluded. This finding shows that conflict avoidance variable explains the research model with a minor rate. These results indicate that the conflict avoidance variable is not an effective factor in the SBR management research model. ,158* (0.694) Notes: Significance at ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, N.S. not significant; n = 207. The lower-triangular matrix displays the construct correlations; Square-root AVE of the corresponding construct is displayed in the diagonal in parentheses.
Discussion
Previous studies conducted in Turkey underline the structural problems in SBR management with a conceptual approach (Akbulut, 1997; Arabaci, 2006; Baskak and Mihcioglu, 2004; Bedir, 1999) . However, the results of large scale sampling data demonstrated that the cooperative relationship structure is present in Turkish automotive industry supplier relations. We understand that the suppliers are pleased to continue their business relations with their customers. The focal companies need to improve their interaction with their supplier business knowledge of core processes and informed about events or changes that may affect the supply Even though this study seems to be a domestic descriptive conclusions for the Turkish automotive sector, this paper also makes significant contributions to the international academic knowledge. First of all, this study employed a research model built on variables with different items than those used in previous studies (Olorunniwo and Li, 2010) . A new theoretical model was designed and tested for validity and reliability in order to use for studying supplierntribution to the practice as it can be used in evaluating the SBR performances by the sector executives. Moreover, the measurement items collected from the international literature were used in this study, and these scales were tested under Turkish market conditions and found to be valid and reliable.
For future studies, we may suggest to analyse the interactions between the variables on a structural model basis, after having enhanced the suggested conceptual measurement model with other various factors. M trust and commitment, risk and profit sharing, supplier involvement of new product design, assets specificity of suppliers, importance of product for buyer, employee aid from be preferable to use the conceptual measurement model suggested in this study in the future studies to be conducted on the Turkish automotive sector after having changed its research design. The fact that the relationship of the suppliers specifically with the customers they have the strongest business ties, may have given some misleading results. Therefore, it will be beneficial if in the future the researches collect data with a wider perspective covering all the customer types. This may enable us to see whether the intensity of SBR varies depending on the customer types. Even though it may be challenging, it would be beneficial if in the future studies, the customers are asked questions for the same measurement items to determine the buyer firm point of view. Conducting a study to collect dyadic data would be useful.
APPENDIX. Scales, items and descriptive statistics
The statements below are asked to model the information management and supply management practices with regard to the business relations between your company and customer. Please mark your opinion for each situation on a scale of 1 to 7. 1 = Definitely disagree -4 = Neither agree nor disagree -7 = Definitely agree Item Mean S.D.
SP1
We intend to maintain a long-term relation with our customer. 6.725 0.822
SP2
We are actively participating in the continuous improvement program of our customer. 6.188 1.148
SP3
In making future plans our customer attaches importance on our views and suggestions. 5.469 1.609 SP4 About the changes it will make on its products, our customer contacts us in advance. CA 5
In our relation with our customer, we refrain from being stuck in a difficult position and avoid reflecting then our conflicts and disagreements. 4.730 2.003
